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The Use of Personal Pronouns in the Language of
Learners of Japanese as a Second Language
Paul Warnick
Brigham Young University

In recent years, sociolinguistic research has
shown the importance of social variables in language
teaching and language learning. Students of a
language must learn relevant social factors and
appropriate social behavior for the culture of tre
target language, in addition to gaining linguistic
knowledge, in order to communicate effectively in
that language (Blum-Kulka, 1983:37).
One area in which social factors seem
particularly important is the use of "personal
pronouns" in Japanese. In Japanese, pronoun
selection is governed by a variety of social factors
(Nakamura, 1967:182). Without a proper
understanding of the variables governing the use of
pronouns, students will be limited in their ability to
communicate effectively, even if they have adequate
command of vocabulary and grammar.
Contrastive analysis and anecdotal evidence lead
us to expect that many students of Japanese as a
second language (JSL) may have difficulty when it
comes to using pronouns in Japanese. Pronouns in
English and Japanese differ significantly in both
usage and distribution (Morita, 1980: 11). If JSL
students do tend to overuse or misuse Japanese
pronouns, it would seem that they are unaware of
the factors involved in pronoun selection, or do not
understand those factors. Overuse or misuse would
indicate that more attention to this area in Japanese
language education might be needed to help students
better understand the significance of appropriate
pronoun use as a key element of communicative
competence.
This study examines the differences in pronoun
use between English and Japanese and the
characteristics of pronoun use in Japanese by JSL
students. A comparison of English personal
pronouns and Japanese personal pronouns, together
with a comparison of typological features of the two
languages reveal several key differences which may

help explain potential difficulties JSL students may
have in using Japanese pronouns. A list of English
pronouns is shown in Table 1. The corresponding
Japanese pronouns are shown in Table 2.
Num/Gend represents Number/Gender, with Sg
meaning singular, and PI meaning plural. The
asterisk indicates the pronoun is not gender specific,
while the letter M means masculine, and F,
feminine. Nom, Acc, and Gen, represent nominative, accusative, and genitive case, respectively.
Note that Japanese has many more forms for first
and second person pronouns.
Table 1
English Personal Pronouns
Person
1
1
2
3
3
3

NumLGend
Sg/*
Pl/*
Sg-Pl/*
Sg/M
Sg/F
Pl/*

Nom
I
we
you
he
she
they

Ace
Ire

us
you
him

her
them

Gen
my/mine
our/ours
your/yours
his/his
her/hers
their/theirs

Pronouns are used as a method of economizing
expressions. Once the referent has been introduced,
pronouns are used to minimize the amount of
information required in subsequent reference.
Although the desire for economy of expression most
probably may be considered a language universal,
its level of achievement varies between languages.
Kameyama (1985) points out that English is a
language which requires overt forms for major
grammatical functions even when the reference is
immediately recoverable in discourse (1985 :8),
while Japanese is a language which allows major
grammatical functions to be omitted (1985:4). Since
English requires overt forms, economy of expression is attained largely through the use of pro-forms,
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TABLE 2
JAPANESE PERSONAL PRONOUNS

Person
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Num/Gend
Sg/*
Pl/*
Pl/*
Sg/*
Pl/*
Sg/F
Sg/F
Pl/F
Pl/F
Sg/M
Pl/M
Pl/M
Sg/M
Pl/M

NornJAcc/Gen
watakusi
watakusidomo
watakusitati
watasi
watasitati
atakusi
atasi
atasitati
atasira
boku
bokutati
bokura
ore
oretati

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

Sg/*
Pl/*
Pl/*
Sg/*
Pl/*
Pl/*
Sg/*
Pl/*
Pl/*
Sg/*
Pl/*
Pl/*

anata
anatagata
anatatati

kimi
kimitati
kimira
omre
omaetati
omaera
anta
antatati
antara

~

Very Fonnal
Very Fonnal
Fonnal
Fonnal
Fonnal
Fonnal
II1fonnal
Infonnal
Infonnal
Infonnal
Infonnal
Infonnal
Very Infonnal
Very Infonnal
Very Fonnal
Fonnal
Infonnal
Infonnal
Infonnal
Infonnal
Very Infonnal
Very Infonnal
Very Infonnal
Very Infonnal
Very Infonnal
Very Infonnal

kare
Sg/M
3
karetati
3
Pl/M
karera
3
Pl/M
kanozyo
Sg/F
3
kanozyotati
Pl/F
3
kanozyora
3
Pl/F
(See Makino and Tsutsui, 1986:28)
including pronouns. In Japanese, on the other hand,
since there is little structural demand for overtness,
omission of any or all noun phrases does not affect
the "well-fonnedness" of a Japanese sentence
(Kameyama, 1985:44). In Japanese, ellipsis is the
more common method of economizing expressions.
There are other reasons for the less-frequent use
of pronouns in Japanese. Japanese is described as a
situation-focus language, which results in a decrease

in human reference as attention is drawn to the
situation, rather than the people involved (Hinds,
1986:27). Cultural factors also contribute to the
reduction of utterances; Japanese seem to give
preference to non-verbal communication over verbal
specification, minimizing the utterances in discourse, and favoring implicitness to explicitness
(Takemoto, 1982:265-266; Hinds, 1986:26, 29;
Kindaichi, 1975:16). Hinds has even suggested that
rather than asking when a subject may be omitted in
Japanese, it would be more appropriate to ask when
the subject may be overtly expressed in a sentence
(1986:84). Verb inflections and alternate verb fonns
(honorifics) also render overt reference unnecessary
in many cases (Kameyama, 1985:314-315; Hinds,
1982:80; Kuno, 1973:132).
In Japanese, when overt reference fonns are
used, noun phrases are preferred to pronouns. If
overt pronoun fonns are used, it is for contrast,
emphasis, or focus (Kameyama, 1985: 30). As noted
above, Japanese has more personal pronouns than
does English, and the fonns carry connotations that
are absent on the corresponding English forms.
Pronoun selection in Japanese is pragmatically
controlled; social considerations are very much a
factor in Japanese discourse in detennining what
pronoun, if any, should be used. Unlike English,
where pronominal fonns are not dependent on social
factors such as age, position, gender, etc., and
pronoun selection generally does not affect the
degree of politeness in a conversation, Japanese
pronouns reflect varying degrees of respect and
deference, ranging from very polite to pejorative.
A sampling of dictionaries, grammar texts, and
other references was surveyed to determine how
Japanese pronouns are defined, and to determine
what explanations, if any, are given as to
appropriate usage.
Several texts note the prevalence of ellipsis in
Japanese and the preference for names and/or titles,
or other noun phrases, rather than pronouns, and
encourage students of Japanese to avoid use of
pronouns wherever possible (Dunn and Yanada,
1958:14; Vaccari and Vaccari, 1975:33; Martin,
1977:43; Alfonso, 1980:21; Mizutani and Mizutani,
1983:134; Makino and Tsutsui, 1986:30; Japanese
for Busy People, 1984:21; Young and Nakajima,
1984:38; Kuno, 1973: 17; Nihongo Kyooiku Jiten,
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1982:358; Nomoto, 1987:107; Jorden and Noda,
1987:59). Many of these sources point out that
English pronouns are used much more frequently
than the Japanese counterparts, and English habits
tend to encourage the students to use Japanese
pronouns more than they should.
These references mention several important
points about Japanese pronouns. The misuse of first
person pronouns can give an impression of
arrogance or forcefulness (Nihongo Kyooiku Jiten,
1982:358). Regarding second person reference, it is
interesting to note that the most formal, polite
pronoun is not considered appropriate for use with
social superiors (Morita, 1980:8). The terms
corresponding to the English 'he' and 'she' can also
have the connotation of'boyfriend' and 'girlfriend'
respectively (Iwanami, 1979; Kojien, 1980;
Kodansha, 1974; Shinhen Koogo Jiten, 1979;
Kadokawa Ruigo Shinjiten, 1981).
Several studies and analyses have been
conducted to determine the characteristics of actual
pronoun use by native Japanese speakers. Hinds
(1975) examined the use of Japanese third person
pronouns and found that those with greater exposure
to Western languages (English in particular) tend to
use these forms more often. The study also shows
that kare is not used to refer to family members,
social superiors, or people in the public sphere.
In a study of discourse structure and referential
choice, Clancy (1980) examined differences in
pronoun usage between English and Japanese. The
English speakers used pronouns in nearly 64% of
the cases as opposed to 0% for the Japanese
speakers (1980: 140). The Japanese speakers used
no overt form in 73% of the cases (1980:133).
Clancy concludes that Japanese third person
pronouns have a special status which does not exist
for the English pronouns 'he' and 'she' (1980:131).
Peng (1973) found significant gender
differences in pronoun selection. The terms
preferred by male speakers differed from the terms
preferred by female speakers (1973:37). The gender
of the speaker, as well as the gender of the referent,
seems to be a factor in pronoun selection.
Kurokawa (1972) found that in self-reference,
male speakers tend to use the more polite forms to
maintain social distance. In reference to ttl!
addressee, male speakers do not use anata (the most

formal term) when addressing other males. Female
speakers use anata to suggest intimacy, while males
use anata to suggest formality or distance.
Suzuki's (1973) analysis delineated the accepted
terms of address for various social dyads
(1973: 148). Regardless of first person or second
person reference, titles are appropriate for the
socially superior status, and names or pronouns are
appropriate for the socially inferior status. Thus, in
cases where the reference is not omitted and
pronouns are inappropriate, titles and names are
used.
These studies and analyses show that pronoun
usage in Japanese is significantly different from
pronoun usage in English. Pronouns in English are
used with few, if any, restrictions concerning
acceptability and appropriateness. The Japanese
system is much more complex. In Japanese, when
the referent is clear, ellipsis is preferred, except in
cases of emphasis or contrast. In cases where overt
forms are used, names, titles, or other noun phrases
are preferred to pronouns.
These studies have looked at native English
speakers speaking English and native Japanese
speakers speaking Japanese. It seems little research
has been done to examine how non-native speakers
of Japanese use the Japanese pronoun system.
While many textbooks and reference grammars of
Japanese at least mention the basic differences
between Japanese and English pronouns, it would
seem that JSL students may still tend to use
pronouns in Japanese as they would in English, or
at least to use them more than native speakers would
(Alfonso, 1980:21; Nihongo Kyooiku Jiten,
1982:358; Asahi Shinbun, 1979:3; Martin,
1977:43). The current study was undertaken to
examine the characteristics of pronoun use by nonnative Japanese speakers.
The research questions of the study are as
follows:
1) How does the usage of pronouns in Japanese by
JSL students compare with the same usage by
native speakers of Japanese?
A)Do JSL students use pronouns in Japanese
more frequently than native speakers?
B)Do JSL students use pronouns in contexts
where native speakers would not?
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Based on the information in the literature, the
hypotheses of the current study are as follows:
1) JSL students will tend to use pronouns more
frequently in Japanese than native speakers.
Higher level JSL students will use pronouns
more than native speakers, but not as much as
lower level JSL students.
2) JSL students will tend to use pronouns in
contexts where native speakers would not. JSL
students favor pronouns more than noun
phrases in referential choice.
METIIOD
SUBJECTS
There were three groups of subjects involved in
the study; all of the subjects were male. The first
group (JSLA) was comprised of eighteen native
English speakers who were studying Japanese at the
second-year level at Brigham Young University
(BYU). The second group (JSLB) consisted of
twenty native English speakers studying Japanese at
the third-year level at BYU. All of the subjects in
these two groups had spent at least sixteen months
in Japan. The third group (JNS) was comprised of
fourteen Japanese native speakers; this group served
as the control group.
INSTRUMENT
The instrument used in the research was "the
pear film." The film begins with a man picking
pears. Another man passes by with a goat on a
leash. A boy then approaches on a bicycle. He
stops, gets off his bike, picks up a basket and places
it on his bike, and rides off. As he is riding down
the road, a girl on a bicycle approaches from the
other direction. As they pass, the boy turns to look
at the girl, and the front wheel of his bike hits a
rock. The bike falls over, and the pears spill out
onto the ground. There are three boys standing
there, and they help him pick up the pears and put
them back in the basket. One of the three boys,
which had a paddleball, finds the bike boy's hat
which had blown off and returns it to him. The bike
boy gives the boy with the paddle ball pears in
exchange for the help. The scene then changes back
to the tree, where the man picking pears discovers a
basket is missing. He then sees the three boys pass
by eating the pears the bike boy had given them
(Chafe, 1980:xiii-xiv).

PROCEDURE
The study consisted of five tasks. The first task
elicited demographic information related primarily to
Japanese experience for the JSL groups and English
experience for the native Japanese group. This task
provided data regarding use of first person
pronouns. The second task followed the showing of
the film. The subjects were asked to retell the story
portrayed in the film. This task provided data
regarding third person reference. In order to elicit
data regarding second person reference and
additional first person reference, the subjects were
also asked to respond to three situations. The
students were asked to assume three different roles
based on different social dyads. This provided the
opportunity to observe how the different situations
affected pronoun selection. Tasks three through five
were as follows:
-Suppose you are the man picking pears. When you
come down the ladder, you see the boy taking a
basket of pears. Respond to the boy as if you
were the man in that situation.
-Suppose you are the boy on the bike. Just as you
put the basket of pears on your bike, the man
picking pears calls out to you. Respond to the
man as if you were the boy in this situation.
-Suppose you are the boy with the paddleball and
you know that the boy on the bike stole the
pears. As you help him up after he falls,
respond to the boy as if you were in this
situation.
Task Three provided opportunities for the subjects
to assume the role of an older man addressing a
younger, presumably unknown boy. Task Four
provided the opportunity to assume the role of the
young boy addressing an older, unknown man.
Task Five provided the opportunity for the subjects
to assume the role of a boy addressing an unknown
boy of roughly the same age. Through these tasks,
the subjects were able to demonstrate their
understanding of the social variables involved in
referential choice.
ANALYSIS
The analysis was divided into quantitative and
qualitative evaluations. The former compared the

113

PERSONAL PRONOUNS USED BY JSL LEARNERS

relative frequency of pronoun use, and the latter
evaluated the appropriateness of the pronouns
selected based on the given context.
In order to determine the relative frequency of
pronoun use, all references, both pronominal and
otherwise, were counted. The "other" category
contained noun phrase references which were not
pronouns (e.g. "man," "boy," etc.). The reference
count was categorized based on the referent. In Task
Two, for example, there was a pronoun count and
an "other" count for each of the characters in the
story.
To establish a standard ratio to account for
differences in speaking style, the number of
references was divided by possible noun phrases. A
possible noun phrase was defined as a slot of the
predicate argument structure, or case frame, of the
verb. The maximum case frame for each verb was
used. Optionally transitive verbs were counted as
transitive verbs, for example.
This definition of "possible noun phrases" was
chosen to allow for omitted elements (cf.
Kameyama, 1985:47; Hinds, 1986:17). Adjuncts,
such as prepositional phrases, adverbial phrases,
and filler words were not included, and therefore did
not affect the ratios.
The means for each ratio for each group were
compared using analysis of variance (ANOYA) tests
in order to determine whether there were any
statistically significant differences between tre
groups.
The qualitative segment of the analysis was
performed by three native Japanese speakers who
determined the appropriateness of the references
used. All three judges were male. They were asked
to classify each reference by noting whether:
l)the reference is appropriate
2)the reference is appropriate, but would be omitted
by a native speaker
3)the reference is inappropriate
In the case of inappropriateness, they were asked to

indicate what the appropriate pronoun or alternative
reference would be.

RESULTS
The first task provided data for first person
references. As was mentioned, the ratio of pronouns
per possible noun phrase was calculated. There were
no "other" references in this task. ANOY A tests,
using Wilk's Criterion were performed on these
ratios to determine whether the differences were
statistically significant. Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics for Task One. The means refer to
the average number of pronouns per possible noun
phrase.
TABLE 3
TASK ONE - JAPANESE
AVERAGE RATIO OF REFERENCES PER
NOUN PHRASE
FIRST PERSON REFERENCE
GROUP
JSLA
JSLB

JNS

n

18
20
14

~

.105
.076
.062

sd
.093
.061
.055

The F-ratio for the ANOY A test on these data was
1.55, with the probability of .223. Thus, the null
hypothesis that there is no significant difference
between the groups cannot be rejected at the .05
confidence level. There was no significant difference
between the three groups in the relative frequency of
pronoun use in this task. However, the trend shown
here follows the hypothesis; as the proficiency of the
JSL students increases, the frequency of pronoun
use more closely resembles that of native speakers.
In terms of appropriateness, the judges noted
that the initial use of the first person pronoun was
acceptable, although it was explained that it normally
would be omitted by a native speaker. It was
allowed due to the nature of this task. In most cases,
subsequent occurrences of the pronoun were judged
to be appropriate forms, yet unnecessary in the context; it was noted that the absence of the form was
preferred. Subsequent occurrences of pronouns
were allowed if there had been a topic shift since the
last use of the pronoun, or if the form was used in a
genitive construction for clarification. In short, the
judges indicated that, even though the JSL subjects
selected appropriate pronominal forms for first person reference, those forms were used in many cases
where it would be omitted by native speakers.
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TABLE 4

TASK TWO - JAPANESE
AVERAGE RATIO OF REFERENCES PER
NOUN PHRASE
THIRD PERSON REFERENCE
REFERENT
JSLA
JSLB
JNS

n

18
20
14

REFERENT
JSLA
JSLB
JNS

n

18
20
14

REFERENT

n

man picking pears (M 1)
other
pronouns
~

.s..d

.019 .023
.012 .016
.013 .021

~

.s..d

.046 .017
.045 .023
.052 .030

man with the goat (M2)
pronouns
other
~

.s..d

.001 .003
.000 .000
.000 .000

~

.s..d

.012 .006
.014 .012
.008 .010

boy on the bicycle (B1)
other
pronouns
~

N

~

.s..d

18
20
14

.059 .044
.033 .046
.029 .039

.051 .033
.060 .028
.079 .034

REFERENT

girl (G1)
pronouns
~
sd
.006 .015
.002 .006
.003 .011

other
sd
.017 .011
.016 .014
.021 .011

JSLA
JSLB
JNS

JSLA
JSLB
JNS

n

18
20
14

~

REFERENT boy with the paddleball (B2)
pronouns
other
~
sd
~
sd
n
16
.002 .006
.004 .006
JSLA
.001 .002
17
.007.009
JSLB
14
.002.004
.014 .013
JNS
REFERENT
JSLA
JSLB
JNS

n

18
19
14

three boys (B3)
other
pronouns
~
sd
~
sd
.014 .020
.050 .024
.050 .022
.004 .009
.056 .028
.006 .009

The purpose of the second task was to examine
third person reference. There were six referents in
the task: the man picking pears (M1), the man with
the goat (M2), the boy on the bike (B 1), the girl
(G 1), the boy with the paddleball (B2), and the three
boys (including the boy with the paddleball) (B3).
The references to these six characters were categorized into two types: pronoun references, and
"other" references. Table 4 shows the average

number of references by type, referent, and group.
The averages refer to pronouns/possible noun
phrases and other references/possible noun phrases.
Some of the characters figured more
prominently than others, and these averages show
that frequency of reference was based largely on the
saliency of the referent. With one exception, all
groups used "other" reference more than pronominal
reference for each character in the story. The one
exception was the case of the JSLA group in
reference to the central figure, the boy on the bicycle
(B1). In reference to the man with the goat (the most
minor character), both the JSLB and the JNS groups
used no pronouns at all .
ANOV A tests were performed on these means
to determine if there was a significant difference
between the groups in their use of pronoun and
other references for the six referents. Table 5 shows
the F-ratios for the tests. In this and other charts
showing the results of the statistics, Group refers
to the JNS, JSLA, and JSLB groups; Referent
refers to the characters in the story; Type refers to
the kind of reference (pronoun/other); df indicates
the degrees of freedom. G x R refers to the effect
of the group x referent interaction, etc. The F-ratio is
the observed F value obtained from the ANOV A
tests, and the final column is the probability that the
effect (measured in the F-ratio) is due to chance.
Values less than .05 are considered significant.
TABLES

TASK TWO - JAPANESE
F-RATIOS TESTING EFFECI'S OF
GROUP, REFERENT, AND TYPE
Variabl~

Group
Referent
Type
GxR
GxT
RxT
GxR xT

df
(24,66)
(5,40)
(1,44)
(10,80)
(2,88)
(5,40)
(10,80)

F-ratio
1.15
75.61
82.01
1.05
2.19
16.70
1.27

Probabilit~

.3160
.0001
.0001
.4090
.1180
.0001
.2630

The ANOVA tests show that there was no significant difference between the groups in the overall
task. With the probability of .316, we cannot reject
the null hypothesis at the .05 level.
There was, however, a significant difference
between the six referents in the task (Referent
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effect). This is not surprising, due to the relative
prominence of some characters in the film. With the
probability of .O<XH, the null hypothesis that there is
no difference between references to the various
characters can be safely rejected at the .05 level.
Likewise, there was a significant difference
between pronominal reference and other reference to
the six characters in the story (Type effect). This
probability was also .0001, and therefore the null
hypothesis that there is no difference between
pronominal and "other" reference is rejected. The
data demonstrate that there was a significant difference in referential choice between pronouns and
"other" references in this task. Of the eighteen pairs
of average references per possible noun phrase
(three groups x six referents), seventeen cases
showed a preference for "other" reference, while
only one favored pronominal reference.
In measuring the effects of the multiple variables
considered together, the only combination which
showed a significant difference at the .05 level was
the interaction between Referent and Type. The
significant differences in this task are due to the
salience of the characters and the relative difference
in selection of pronouns and "other" references, not
the level of Japanese proficiency. The fact that there
are fewer differences between English and Japanese
in third person pronominal reference, as opposed to
first or second person reference, may help to explain
why the hypothesis was not borne out in this task.
The JSL groups did not use significantly more third
person pronouns than the native Japanese speakers.
Given that significant differences were found
based on referent and type, ANOV A tests were
performed individually on the means in Table 4 to
see whether there were any significant differences
between the groups. The F-ratios and the probabilities are shown for the means of pronouns/noun
phrases (P) and other/noun phrases (0). The results
are shown below. The six referents are denoted by
the codes introduced in Table 4 ("M1" is the man
picking pears; "M2" is the man with the goat; "B 1"
is the boy on the bike; "G 1" is the girl; "B2" is the
boy with the paddleball; and "B3" is the boy with
the padd1eball and his two friends).
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TABLE 6

TASK TWO - JAPANESE
ANOVA TESTS COMPARING GROUP MEANS
FOR REFERENT AND TYPE
Referent
M1
112
B1
G1
B2
B3

F-Ratio
.06
2.07
1.29
.05
.59
2.72

.e

Q
Prob. F-Ratio Prob.
.944
.21
.813
.138
1.30
.283
.286
2.86
.068
.948
2.27
.115
.557
3.83
.029
.077
.01
.988

There was only one area which showed a significant
difference between the three groups, that being the
"other" references to the boy with the paddle ball
(B2). The JNS group averaged several more references to this character, with the JSLA group averaging the least. Otherwise, there were no significant
differences in the means of pronoun reference and
"other" reference.
Regarding the forms selected by the JSL
groups, since third person pronominal forms are
generally limited to one form for male reference, and
one for female, the appropriateness of the selection
was not an issue in this task. The only issue involved here was the appropriateness of pronominal
reference as opposed to other referential forms. Of
the JSLA group, judge A noted problems with
fifteen of the subjects; judge B with thirteen, and
judge C with seven.
Of the JSLB group, judge A noted problems
with fifteen subjects; judge B with ten, and judge C
with eight.
In the JSLA data, judge A noted forty-nine
pronominal references where the referent was clear
from the context and no overt reference was needed.
He also noted forty-nine cases where pronouns were
used but the preferred reference was a noun phrase.
Judge B noted thirty-five cases which were problematic; however, he was not as detailed regarding
the preference for omission as opposed to replacement by a noun phrase. Judge C noted fourteen
pronominal references which seemed strange; four
of these should have been a noun phrase, and ten
should have been omitted.
In the JSLB data, judge A noted sixty-one
pronominal references which were awkward. Thirty
of these should have been omitted since the referent
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was clear from the context, and thirty-one should
have been replaced by a noun phrase. Judge B
indicated that forty references were strange, again
not distinguishing between references which should
have been omitted and those where a noun phrase
was preferred. Judge C noted thirteen cases. In one
case the preferred noun phrase was indicated, and in
the other twelve, ellipsis was preferred.
Tasks Three, Four, and Five sought to
detennine whether there were significant differences
between the groups in first and second person
reference in various dyads. In Task Three, there
were two referents involved in the study: the man
picking pears, and the boy on the bicycle. The
subjects assumed the role of the man in this
scenario; therefore, first person references refer to
the man, and second person references refer to the
boy. As above, the means refer to the average ratios
of pronouns/noun phrases, and other references/noun phrases.
TABLE 7

TASK THREE - JAPANESE
AVERAGE NUMBER OF REFERENCES PER
NOUN PHRASE
REFERENT man picking pears (first person)
pronouns
other
n ~ N ~ sd
ISLA
18.058.062.000.000
ISLB
20.074.092.000.000
14.018.067.000.000
INS
REFERENT boy on the bicycle (second person)
pronouns
other
n ~ sd ~ sd
JSLA
18.077.092.000.000
20.101 .131 .023 .044
ISLB
14 .054 .145 .037 .098
INS
Contrary to expectations based on the hypotheses, in
the use of both first and second person reference,
the JSLB group used more pronouns than the JSLA
group. The INS group did use fewer pronouns than
the non-native speakers, however.
ANOV A tests were perfonned on these means
to detennine if there was a significant difference
between the groups in their use of pronoun and
other references for the two referents. The following
table shows the F-ratios for the tests.

TABLE 8

TASK THREE - JAPANESE
F-RATIOS TESTING EFFECfS OF
GROUP, REFERENT, AND TYPE
Variable
Group
Referent
Type
GxR
GxT
RxT
GxRxT

df
(6,94)
(1,49)
(1,49)
(2,98)
(2,98)
(1,49)
(2,98)

F-ratio
1.40
5.08
20.83
.52
2.18
.11
.07

Probability
.2220
.0290
.0001
.5990
.1180
.7440
.9280

The ANOVA tests show that there was no significant Group effect. There were significant differences
in the Referent effect and Type effect. The boy
(second person reference) was referred to more than
the man (first person reference), and pronouns were
used more than "other" references. There were no
significant differences in the various combinations
of the three variables. The results of this task
indicate that there is not a significant difference
between the groups in first and second person
pronoun selection in the case of a social superior
addressing a social inferior. The trends do show that
the INS group used fewer pronouns than the other
two groups.
With significant differences based on referent
and type, ANOV A tests were perfonned on the sets
of means in Table 7 individually to see whether there
were any significant differences. The F-ratios and
the probabilities are shown for the means of
pronouns/noun phrases (P) and other/noun phrases
(0) in the following table.
TABLE 9

TASK THREE
ANOV A TESTS COMPARING GROUP MEANS
FOR REFERENT AND TYPE
Referent
man
boy

r.

Q

F-Ratio Prob. F-Ratio £rQb."
2.31
.110
.63
.539
1.70
.193

As is seen, the ANOVA tests on the individual
means show no significant differences based on
referent or reference type. In this task, none of the
subjects used non-pronominal self-reference fonns.
All three groups favored pronominal reference over
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"other" reference in the case of second person
reference.
The judges again noted several cases where the
pronouns used by the JSL subjects should have
been omitted. They also noted cases where the subjects selected the more formal forms inappropriately,
given this context.
In Task Four, again, the two referents involved
were the man picking pears and the boy on tre
bicycle. In this task, however, the roles were
reversed, and the subjects assumed the role of the
boy. Hence, first person references refer to the boy,
while the man is the referent in the case of second
person references. As above, the means refer to the
average ratios of pronouns/noun phrases, and other
references/noun phrases.
TABLE 10
TASK FOUR - JAPANESE
A VERAGE NUMBER OF REFERENCES PER
NOUN PHRASE
REFERENT boy on the bicycle (first person)
pronouns
other
n ~ sd ~ sd
JSLA
17 .067 .085 .000 .000
JSLB
20.055.103.000 .000
JNS
12.035.083.000.000
REFERENT man picking pears (second person)
pronouns
other
n ~ sd ~ ~
JSLA
17.040.070.003.012
JSLB
20.000.000.027.059
JNS
12.000 .000.074 .154
The trends in this task correspond to the hypotheses.
The JSLA group used the most first person
pronouns, and the JNS group used the least. In the
case of second person reference, the JSLB group
and the JNS group used no pronouns at all,
preferring "other" referential terms.
ANOV A tests were performed on these means
to determine if there was a significant difference
between the groups in their use of pronoun and
other references for the two referents. The following
table shows the F-ratios for the tests. In this task,
there was a significant Group effect. With the
probability .023, the null hypothesis can be rejected
at the .05 level of significance. There were also
significant differences with the Group and Type
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TABLE 11
TASK FOUR - JAPANESE
F-RATIOS TESTING EFFECTS OF
GROUP, REFERENT, AND TYPE
Variable
Group
Referent
Type
GxR
GxT
RxT
GxRxT

df

.E:nU:iQ Probability

(6,88)
(1,46)
(1,46)
(2,92)
(2,92)
(1,46)
(2,92)

2.59
.04
2.58
.96
4.08
14.91
1.39

.0230
.8370
.1150
.3860
.0200
.0004
.2550

combination, as well as with the Referent and Type
combination. The two JSL groups used more first
person references, and the JNS group used more
second person references. The JNS group also
favored non-pronominal references, while the JSLA
and JSLB groups used pronoun forms more often.
These data indicate that there is a significant
difference between the groups in first and second
person reference in discourse situations addressing a
social superior. The level of proficiency does seem
to have an effect. As noted above, the literature
indicates that second person pronominal forms are
not appropriate in referring to social superiors, and
the trends shown in this task indicate that this is an
area which may cause problems for non-native
speakers.
ANOVA tests were performed individually on
the sets of means in Table 10 to see whether there
were any significant differences. The F-ratios and
the probabilities are shown for the means of pronouns/noun phrases (P) and other/noun phrases (0).
TABLE 12
TASK FOUR - JAPANESE
ANOVA TESTS COMPARING GROUP MEANS
FOR REFERENT AND TYPE
Referent
boy
man

.E

Q

F-Ratio Prob. F-Ratio !J:Q.b..
.44
646
5.26 .009
2.51
.092

As is seen, the ANOVA tests on the individual
means show a significant difference in the case of
pronominal reference to the man (second person
reference). In this task, as in Task Three, none of
the subjects used non-pronominal self-reference

..
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forms. The frequency of first person pronoun use
fits the expected pattern, with the INS group using
the least, and the ISLA group using the most. The
data for second person reference is also as expected.
The JNS and JSLB groups favored non-pronominal
second person reference when referring to one
regarded as a social superior. The JSLA group still
favored pronouns over "other" in this case.
Regarding the usage of pronominal terms used in
this task, the judges noted that given this context,
ellipsis was preferred to overt forms.
In Task Five, three referents were involved: the
boy with the paddleball, the boyan the bicycle, and
the man picking pears. In this task, the subjects
assumed the role of the boy with the paddleball, and
were addressing the boyan the bicycle. As a result,
first person references refer to the paddleball boy,
second person references to the boy on the bicycle,
and third person references were also made by
several of the subjects to the man picking pears. As
above, the means refer to the average r.atios of
pronouns/noun phrases and other references/noun
phrases.
TABLE 13
TASK AVE
AVERAGE NUMBER OF REFERENCES PER
NOUN PHRASE
REFERENT boy with the paddleball (first person)
pronouns
other
JSLA
JSLB
JNS

n

!

.s.d

2\;

.s.d

18 .042 .057 .006 .024
20.036.074.000.000
13 .013 .046.031 .111

REFERENT boy on the bicycle (second person)
pronouns
other
n ! sd 2\; sd
JSLA
18 .026 .059 .000 .000
JSLB
20.057.073.000.000
13.079.132.000.000
JNS
REFERENT man picking pears (third person)
pronouns
other
n ! sd 2\; sd
JSLA
18.009.026.026.044
20.003.011 .037 .051
JSLB
13.000.000.000.000
JNS
In the case of first person pronouns, again the JNS

group used fewer than the non-native speakers. The
JSLB group used fewer than the JSLA group. In the

case of second person pronouns, surprisingly, the
INS group used more than the other two groups,
with the ISLA group using the least. The INS group
used no third person references in this task.
ANOVA tests were performed on the sets of
means in Table 13 to determine whether there was a
significant difference between the groups in their use
of pronoun and other references for the three referents. The following table shows the F-ratios for the
tests.
TABLE 14
TASK AVE - JAPANESE
F-RATIOS TESTING EFFECTS OF
GROUP, REFERENT, AND TYPE
Variable
Group
Referent

F-@liQ
1.27
2.37
10.05
l.76
.07
13.51
2.16

Of

(10,88)
(2,47)
(1,48)
Type
(4,94)
GxR
(2,96)
GxT
(2,47)
RxT
GxRxT (4,94)

Probability
.2590
.1050
.0030
.1430
.9280
.0001
.0800

In this task, there were significant differences in the
effect of pronouns versus other references (Type),
and also with the Referent/Type interaction. There
was no significant Group effect, indicating that in
referential choice with a peer, Japanese proficiency
did not significantly affect the selection of terms of
reference.
The ANOV A tests performed individually on the
sets of means from Table 13 are shown in Table 15.
The F-ratios and the probabilities are shown for the
means of pronouns/noun phrases (P) and other/noun
phrases (0).

TABLE 15
TASK FIVE - JAPANESE
ANOV A TESTS COMPARING GROUP MEANS
FOR REFERENT AND TYPE
Referent

E

F-Ratio ~
paddleball boy .88 .420
bicycle boy
1.45 .244
l.19 .315
man

Q
F-Ratio Prob.
l.22
.305

3.14

.052

None of the JNS group made reference to the man,
while several subjects in the JSLA and JSLB groups
talked about the pears belonging to the man, or
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talked about telling the man that the boy stole tre
pears.
As with the other tasks, the judges noted problems in the selection of first and second person
forms, and also noted the omission was preferred.
In terms of third person forms, the judges also noted
cases where noun phrases where preferred to
pronouns.
In summary, it was hypothesized that there
would be differences in the frequency of pronoun
use based on the level of Japanese proficiency, with
the less proficient groups using more pronouns. In
other words, it was hypothesized that the JNS group
would use fewer pronouns than the JSLB group,
and that the JSLB group would use fewer pronouns
than the JSLA group. It was also hypothesized that
the JSLA and JSLB groups would use pronouns in
contexts where native speakers would not.
In the case of first person reference, in each case
(Tasks One, Three, Four, and Five) the JNS group
used fewer pronouns than either the JSLA or the
JSLB subjects. In all but one of the these tasks
(Task Three), the JSLB group used fewer pronouns
than the JSLA group.
Regarding second person reference (in Tasks
Three through Five), there was not a consistent
pattern of frequency in pronoun use across the
tasks. In Task Three, the JNS group used the fewest
pronouns, but the JSLA group used fewer than tre
JSLB group. In Task Four, both the JNS and JSLB
group used no pronouns, while several subjects in
the JSLA group did select pronominal forms. In the
case of Task Five, the JSLA group used the fewest
pronouns, while the JNS group used the most,
which is just the opposite of what was expected.
In third person reference (Tasks Two and Five),
the results varied. In Task Two, with the six referents, the JNS group used the fewest pronouns in
reference to one of the referents, while the JSLB
group used the fewest pronouns with four of the
referents, and the two groups had the same
frequency of pronoun use in reference to the other
referent. In five of the cases, the JSLA group used
the most pronominal references, and in the sixth
case, the JNS and the JSLA group exhibited the
same frequency of pronoun use. In Task Five, none
of the JNS group used pronouns, and the JSLA
group used more than the JSLB group.

There was only one case (Task Four) where the
differences between the groups were shown to be
statistically significant. In spite of the lack of
statistical significance, it is interesting to look at the
trends reflected in the data. In the use of first person
pronouns, the trends do support the hypothesis; the
greater the proficiency, the fewer first person
pronouns are used. The data regarding second person pronouns showed no clear trends. The data
regarding third person pronoun use did show that
the less proficient group tended to use more pronouns, but the native speaker group didn't always
use the fewest.
It was also hypothesized that JSL students
would tend to use pronouns in inappropriate
contexts. Native speaker judges did identify many
cases where pronoun selection by the JSL groups
was inappropriate, either in terms of the pronoun
forms used, or in the fact that a pronoun was used at
all.
It was hypothesized that the JNS group would
prefer noun phrase reference as opposed to

pronominal reference. This hypothesis was not
substantiated by these data in the case of first and
second person reference, although it was in the case
of third person reference.
DISCUSSION
The statistics derived from these data show that
the differences in the frequency of pronoun use in
Japanese between native Japanese speakers and JSL
students were generally not significant. The only
case of statistical significance involved the situation
of addressing a social superior. The trends indicate
that JSL students use more pronouns in first person
reference, and in two out of three situations, used
more second person pronouns. In third person
reference, the JSLA group consistently used more
pronouns than the other groups, but the JSLB group
often used fewer than the JNS group. The data also
show that in first and second person reference, it is
not the case that the JSLA group always used more
pronouns than the JSLB group.
In terms of appropriateness of pronoun use, the
JSL students do exhibit some problems. Judgments
made by native Japanese speakers indicate that JSL
students often select pronouns in referential choice
where noun phrases or ellipsis would be more
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appropriate, and often select pronoun forms
inappropriate for the context.
There are several factors which help explain
why the hypotheses were not consistently substantiated (in terms of statistical significance). It is noted
in the literature that the usage of pronouns by native
Japanese speakers varies somewhat based on age.
Further research examining several subjects across a
broad age range would be valuable. It was also
shown in the literature that exposure to Western
languages affects pronoun use in Japanese. All of
the native Japanese speakers in this study had
exposure to English and also experience in a
Western culture. It is possible that the native
Japanese group who participated in the study is not
representative of the Japanese population as a
whole. In Clancy's study based on the film used in
this research, the Japanese subjects were in Japan at
the time of the research and none of them used third
person pronouns at all. In this study, the Japanese
speakers did use pronominal forms. There may be
some correlation between the English proficiency of
the JNS subjects and their use of pronouns in
Japanese. Further research should compare the
performance of native Japanese speakers living
abroad with those in Japan, examining performance
based on foreign language proficiency as well.
The data from the study do show that the JSL
groups could use improvement in their performance
in the area of pronoun use. Perhaps this is an area
which needs more attention in second language
teaching. In spite of extended experience in Japan,
in addition to university course work, the JSL
students still chose inappropriate referential terms in
many cases. It is also possible that in interactions
with native speakers while in Japan, the JSL
subjects were exposed to "foreigner talk," and in
foreigner talk, Japanese may tend to use pronouns
more than they otherwise would. This is an area
which needs study, however.
Oassroom experience does seem to help. Those
students with greater experience in university
courses generally demonstrated a performance more
like the native speakers. The performance of tre
JSLB students was closer to that of the native
Japanese speakers than the performance of the JSLA
group was. However, even these higher level
students tend to differ from native speakers. It
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would seem that more attention should be paid to
this area in instruction, and at an earlier stage.
Teachers might give students greater
opportunity to learn about pronoun use (including
the connotations accompanying each form), and the
importance of social and cultural factors in Japanese.
Failure to master the pragmatic aspects of
Japanese will hamper communication efforts. This is
particularly true in the case of pronouns, since the
pronominal system is an integral part of language in
interpersonal relationships. Through increased
awareness of the issues involved, JSL students will
be better prepared to communicate effectively and
avoid the interpersonal problems (such as offensiveness or embarrassment) arising from the misuse of
pronouns in Japanese.
Clearly, further research is needed.
Improvements could be made to the research design
of this study, and more appropriate elicitation tasks
devised which may provide better data. The scenarios based on the film (Tasks Three, Four, and Five)
were intended to be neutral, but perhaps they were,
in fact, culturally biased. In each case, a response
was requested, but it may be that when confronted
with a similar situation, Japanese (or even English)
native speakers would not respond (vocally) at all.
This problem can be avoided in future research
by crafting the tasks more carefully. In addition to
requesting the necessary demographic information,
tasks having the subjects relate a personal experience
could also be used to elicit terms for self-reference.
For the JSL data, it would also be beneficial to
do further research investigating the selection of first
and second person reference based on a greater
variety of social dyads. Only three were presented in
the current study. It would also be valuable to have
the subjects actually interact with native speakers in
situations involving a variety of social factors.
Further research could utilize actual dialogue situations rather than using simulations. The actual
dialogues would provide the advantage of human
interaction and avoid the reliance on imagination.
Actual performance may not be the same as intended
performance, as given in simulations. It would also
be valuable to examine male/female differences in
referential choice.
Further study, utilizing elements of error
analysis theory, on this and additional data will also
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provide important insights into the language of JSL
learners. Other areas which need to be explored
further are the use of ellipsis in the language of JSL
speakers, and also discourse strategies and topic
development. Differences between native and nonnative speakers in pronoun use and ellipsis based on
grammatical case would also be very instructive.
In spite of the lack of statistical significance in
most cases, this research does provide valuable
insights for those involved in JSL teaching. Based
on the trends indicated in the data, teachers are
directed to areas which could use greater focus in the
classroom, such as the significance of social
variables (particularly in pronoun selection), the
potential problems of poor communicative competence, the function of ellipsis, and also referential
options in addition to pronominal forms. Through
directing the acquisition and the learning processes
with teaching geared to problematic areas in sociolinguistics as well as grammar, the goal of
communicative competence in the target language
may be facilitated.
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